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IS THE TERM "ARCHDIOCESE" A MISNOMER? 

Let it be understood at the outset that we are not trenching on the 
domain of the canonists. This question is asked with a view to the re- 
moving of the nebulosity which surrounds the designation "Archdiocese" 
from an historico-literary viewpoint. 

In vain do we seek the term in the Encyclopedic Dictionary, or in the 
latest International. Nor do we find it in Herzog-Schaff, in the Britannica, 
or any such sources of information. It is true, however, that it is found in 
the Catholic Encyclopedia; and we are told that "this term does not desig- 
nate an ecclesiastical province, but only that diocese of the province which 
is the archbishop's own, and over which he holds immediate and exclusive 
jurisdiction." The references here given we have tried to locate, but 
unsuccessfully. The Abbe Gosselin in Le Canada Frangais, Vol. VI, No. 5, 
discusses the question at considerable length, and his finding is set forth as 
follows: Archdiocese est incontestablement forge de toutes prices, mais il 
n'exprime aucune idee, il ne represente rien. 

He begins his thesis by asking: What is an Archdiocese? Is it a dio- 
cese more important than others? In that case, why was not Paris, Lutetia 
of old, the see of the Areopagite, erected into an archbishopric until 1622? 
If a diocese becomes an archdiocese by the fact that it is governed by an 
archbishop, what should be the designation of the Diocese of Rome, the 
episcopal see of the Sovereign Pontiff, who has jurisdiction not only over 
an ecclesiastical province but over the entire Church? 

He emphasizes this point by stating that the term certainly does not 
represent a diocese because it is more populous than that from which it 
has been separated; for, if this were true, Montreal should have been des- 
ignated an archdiocese when lopped off from Quebec, as its population was 
far larger. Nor can archdiocese mean a jurisdiction which has an exten- 
sive area. If so, Rimouski and Chicoutimi should be both archdioceses! 

He then proceeds to examine the term linguistically, and after an 
analysis of the terms "barbarism," "solecism," "archaism," "neologism," 
and "idiomatic expression," he finds that our designation does not fit into 
any of these categories, and says: 

C'est bien de l'anglais que probablement nous vient le mot in- 
crimine. Mais ne perdons pas de vue que si Panglicisme est une 
facon de parler particuliere, une locution propre a la langue anglaise 
et transported dans une autre langue, il n'en comporte pas moins 
un sens qui pourrait et devrait s'exprimer autrement dans cette 
autre langue, mais pour dire quelque chose; en fin de compte, nous 
nous butons toujours a l'objection du non-etre. Archidiocese est 
d'ailleurs de facture et de physionomie parfaitement franchises et 
c'est ce qui en explique le succes, mais il ne vaut pas non plus comme 
anglicisme puisque la chose exprimee n'existe pas plus en anglais 
(au moins catholique) qu'en francais, et si c'est un non-sens en fran- 
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cais, archdiocese en est egalement un en anglais et pour la meme 
raison. 

Voila bien, je crois, en matiere de lexicologie, a peu pres toutea 
les variations morphologiques en isme et d'un caractere un tant soit 
peu etrange, les unes dignes d'opprobre et les autres dignes, soit de 
tolerance, soit meme d'approbation. L'accuse dont je suis en train 
de faire le proces ne trouve place dans aucune de ces categories. 
Est-ce qu'il n'aurait pas la valeur meme d'une faute de francais? 

C'est done un monstre? Pas meme ca. Un monstre est un etre 
difforme mais un etre. 

"Sans l'idee qu'il exprime, le mot n'est plus veritablement mot." 
(Psychologie du langege, Bulletin du Parler francais, 1918, p. 247.) 
Telle est la sentence la plus plausible a prononcer contre l'accuse: 
Sans idee a exprimer, il n'est pas veritablement mot. 

II lui reste cependant une planche de salut. Toute mon argu- 
mentation repose sur une hypothese: Existe-t-il, oui ou non, des 
archidioceses? Je dis non. Telle est la these qu'il s'agit maintenant 
d'etablir, e'est-a-dire qu'apres avoir commence par la fin, je vais 
finir par le commencement. Je ne m'en excuse pas, cela arrive dans 
les meilleures families . . . litteraires. 

In the hieratical constitution of the Church we distinguish orders from 
jurisdiction. In the former there are three hierarchical degrees of divine 
institutions: the episcopate; the priesthood; the diaconate. As regards 
orders bishops are all equal and have the same powers as the Supreme 
Pontiff. As regards the matter of jurisdiction there are but two degrees 
which are of divine institution: the papacy and the episcopate. All other 
degrees, including the archiepiscopate, are of ecclesiastical origin. In 
matters of jurisdiction bishops have not the same power as the Pope 
de jure divino. 

He then says of the development of the hierarchy: 

A l'origine du Christianisme, il y avait un eveque dans presque 
toutes les villes. On appela paroisse la reunion de plusieurs eglises 
sous un meme eveque. Le diocese designait une province ecclesi- 
astique dont tous les eveques etaient regis par un exarque ou patri- 
arche. Dans la suite, le mot paroisse ne s'applique plus qu'au terri- 
toire administre par un cure et toute circonscription ecclesiastique 
(eveche ou archeveche) soumise a Pautorite episcopate fut appelee 
diocese. II y a longtemps qu'on ne parle plus d'exarque et que le 
patriarcat est devenu un titre purement honorifique, au moins dans 
1'figlise d'Occident. De la constitution divine de l'figlise et du devel- 
oppement historique de la hierachie et de la jurisdiction de ses min- 
istres, il ressort que ne s'est jamais fait sentir le besoin de creer des 
archdioceses pour l'administration de la societe ecclesiastique, et 
done, qu'il n'y a jamais ou lieu de chercher un mot pour designer 
ces sortes de circonscriptions. 

Here we offer an excerpt from a recently published volume which sheds 
more light on the origin of parishes and dioceses: 
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The parish has an ecclesiastical origin, and, although the word 
has acquired a wider sense in comparatively modern times, it still 
means to most people a local area with its center in a village with 
a parish church. As a matter of fact, like the word "diocese," its 
original sense has been considerably limited. The diocese (dioikesis) 
in the organization of the later Roman Empire was a civil division 
including many provinces: Britain, Gaul, Italy and Spain each 
formed one of the thirteen dioceses into which the empire was 
divided at the time of Theodosius the Great. As the Christian 
Church spread throughout the Roman dominions, ecclesiastical 
establishments, under the presidency of bishops, were found in large 
provincial cities. The districts to which their missionary efforts 
extended received the title of dioceses. These, as necessity arose, 
were subdivided: bishops were appointed as suffragans or assistants 
to the bishop of the mother-city, each with jurisdiction over a par- 
ish (paroikia) or subordinate diocese with its own local cathedral 
church and a residence for its bishop. * 

In process of time, the large area of the diocesan parish became, 
too populous for its constant supervision by the bishop and his cen- 
tral body of clergy and was mapped out into a number of local 
divisions, each having a church and a resident priest. To these 
small areas the name of parish became applied; while, similarly, 
the original parish to which they belonged acquired the name of 
diocese, and the original ecclesiastical diocese, under an archbishop 
or metropolitan, consisted of a number of dioceses under the title 
borrowed from the civil administration of province. * 

It may be noted, however, that such terms are elastic, and that, 
while parochia was in general use for the diocese, the parish was 
occasionally called diocesis. * 

In England the parochial system came into existence long be- 
fore the Norman conquest. The parochiae formed by Theodore, 
Archbishop of Canterbury (668-690), were not parishes in the mod- 
ern sense but dioceses. Still, as soon as these larger parochiae are 
constituted, we find the smaller parish in process of formation.* 

Abbe Gosselin concludes his interesting discussion as follows: 

En resume^ l'figlise universelle gouvernee par le pape et les 
eveques se partage en circonscriptions territoriales que l'on appelle 
dioceses. Dans chaque diocese, la societe des fideles forme une 
eglise particuliere que Ton appelle eglise cathedrale et qui est 
gouvernee par un eveque. Le groupement de plusieurs dioceses 



1 For the early organization of the Church in the Roman Empire, see Turner, C. H„ 
in Cambridge Medieval History, Vol. i, pp. 143-182. 

' Thus the ecclesiastical province of Lyons, the Roman Capital of Gaul, corresponded to 
the civil province of Gallia Lugdunensis prima, with its suffragans in the old tribal capitals 
of Autun, Chalon-sur-SaSne, Langres and Macon. 

3 See DUCANOB, Glostarium, s. v. diocesis. 

1 Thompson, Parish History and Records, in Helps for Students of History. No. 15. 
London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1919. Pp. 6-6. 
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forme une province ecclesiastique gouvernee par un metropolitain 
dont l'eglise cathedrale devient eglise metropolitaine. 

Le gouvernement pontifical erige des dioceses en delimitant leura 
bornes, il erige des provinces ecclesiastiques en defmissant combien 
de dioceses, et lesquels, en feront partie, mais, il n'a jamais, que je 
sache, erigS d'archidiocese. Quand le pape, en consistoire, preconise 
des eveques, il declare dans son langage officiel pourvoir les eglises 
suivantes : 

L'figlise metropolitaine de . . . 

L'£glise cathedrale de . . . 

L'figlise titulaire archiepiscopale ou episcopate de . . . 

L'eglise titulaire est ce que Ton appelait, avant Leon XIII, une 
eglise in partibus infidelium. 

Un dernier argument. Au siege episcopal de chaque diocese, il 
est une eglise (un temple) qui est l'eglise de l'eveque, c'est la 
cathedrale. Quelle que soit la dignite du siege, metropolitaine, pri- 
matiale, pontificale, c'est toujours la cathedrale. St-Jean de Latran, 
a Rome, est la cathedrale du pape. Si du diocese gouverne par un 
archeveque on fait un archidiocese, quelle raison de ne pas f aire une 
archicathedrale de la cathedrale de cet archidiocese? 

Je crois ma these prouvee, a tout le moins ab absurdo, et etre en 
droit de conclure que nul rapport de filiation n'est admissible entre 
archidiocese et archeveque. Un archeveque ne peut tenir son titre du 
fait qu'il gouverne un archidiocese, pas plus qu'un enfant ne peut 
etre repute issu d'un pere qui n'existe pas. Un diocese ne peut non 
plus se convertir en archidiocese du seul fait d'etre gouverne par un 
archeveque, parce qu'a ce titre l'archeveque n'est pas plus que les 
eveques ses suffragants. C'est comme chef d'une province ecclesi- 
astique, exercant une jurisdiction supra-episcopale, qu'il porte ce 
titre, et il est tout naturel que ce mot "archeveque" ait donne nais- 
sance a archeveche, archiepiscopat, eglise archiepiscopale, etc. 

Si Ton veut absolument distinguer le diocese du metropolitain 
des dioceses suffragants, que ne se sert-on de la locution si simple 
"diocese archiepiscopale? 

Au moment de mettre le point final, je lis dans les journaux le 
texte de la Bulla pontificale nommant Mgr. PAuxiliaire de Quebec 
coadjuteur avec future succession et j'ai la satisfaction d'y trouver 
le temoignage que le Pape, comme la grammaire est pour moi: le 
Saint-Pere adress sa lettre "A ses chers fils, clercs et fideles de la 
ville et du diocise de Quebec." 



